ABSTRACT The relation between osteoarthritis and occupation was examined in a group of skeletons from the crypt of Christ Church, Spitalfields, in east London used for burial between 1729 and 1869. Of the total of 968 discrete skeletons excavated, 367 had legible coffin plates giving details of name, age, sex, and date of death. Various sources were used to find the occupations of the group for which these details were known. As many ofthose buried in the crypt were Huguenots interest centred on the relation between weaving and osteoarthritis of the hands but none was found using a case-control study. Further analyses failed to show a relation between occupation and osteoarthritis of the shoulder or osteoarthritis at any site. There was a statistically significant association between nonmanual occupations and osteoarthritis of the spine, the reasons for which are not yet clear.
Although mechanical factors undoubtedly play a part in the aetiology of osteoarthritis,' 2 the extent to which repetitive movements carried out during the course of work contribute to the causation ofthe disease is much more equivocal. There is no doubt that heavy manual work is associated with an increased frequency ofjoint and muscle pain3 and a few studies have shown that the distribution of osteoarthritis varies according to the type ofwork undertaken. For example, Hadler and his colleagues have shown that the distribution of osteoarthritis in the hands of cotton workers differs according to the tasks carried out.'
We have been able to study the relation between osteoarthritis and occupation in a group of skeletons excavated from the crypt of Christ Church, Spitalfields, in the east end of London by means of a case-control study.
Material and methods
The crypt was used for burial between 1729 and 1869 and 968 discrete skeletons have been recovered. Of these, 367 had legible coffin plates giving the name, age, sex, and date of death of the incumbent.
Our analysis was confined to those skeletons with legible coffin plates; we have called these the "named" sample. Each skeleton was studied carefully to determine the presence and distribution of osteoarthritis Accepted 6 January 1989 using criteria previously described for this type of work.7 In most cases the skeletons were extremely well preserved and this afforded us a much better opportunity to assess the distribution of osteoarthritis in the whole skeleton than is often the case with palaeopathological material. The distribution of osteoarthritis and the prevalence rate differed in some respects from those in the contemporary population and will be described in detail elsewhere. The predominant occupation of the men in the group was that of weaver (n = 29). This was not unexpected given that the area contained many Huguenots. On this account we were particularly interested to see whether this occupation was likely to be a determinant of osteoarthritis of the hands, especially in the light of Hadler's studies.
Our first analysis took all men in the named sample with osteoarthritis ofthe hands as cases. For each case, two controls were drawn at random from among the remaining adults (aged over 21) from the named sample. The occupations of the cases and their controls were then examined to determine whether or not there were any significant differences between the two groups.
Similar analyses were undertaken taking as cases men with osteoarthritis of the shoulder, of the spine, and of osteoarthritis at any site; only a single control was taken for these analyses because of the rather small number of potential controls available.
OSTEOARTHRITIS OF THE HANDS
Of the 13 men with osteoarthritis of the hands in the named sample, three were weavers (table la). Four weavers were among the 26 controls. Although the proportion of weavers among the cases was rather higher than in the controls, the difference was not statistically significant. Nor was there any significant difference when the occupations were grouped into (table 2a) . Although slightly more weavers were among the cases than among the controls (eight compared with six), the most notable feature was the much greater number of non-manual workers among the cases, ten compared with three in the controls. The differences were significant (p = 0-03). When non-manual workers were compared with the remainder (table 2b), the differences were just at the limit of conventional significance (p = 0-05).
OSTEOARTHRITIS AT OTHER SITES
We also considered osteoarthritis of the shoulder and osteoarthritis at any site. There were 33 cases of osteoarthritis of the shoulder and 58 cases with osteoarthritis at any site; for each group only a single control could be taken due to the rather small number in the total sample. There were six weavers with osteoarthritis of the shoulder and five in that group of controls. Among those with osteoarthritis at any site, 14 of the cases and 12 of the controls were weavers. Neither of these differences was significant.
Discussion
None of the analyses which we have undertaken here lends support to the view that handloom weaving is associated with a propensity to develop osteoarthritis 422 of the hands; indeed, there was no evidence that manual work per se was an aetiological factor in osteoarthritis at this or at any other site. One caveat must be entered here, however-that is, almost all the weavers in our sample were master weavers rather than journeymen weavers. Thus only three of the 14 weavers with osteoarthritis at any site were journeymen, the remainder were all masters who, although having completed an apprenticeship of between seven and 14 years, had almost certainly not touched a loom for a long time.
The most important factor relating the osteoarthntis of the hands in our group was that of age. The mean age of the 13 cases was 71 6 years whereas in the controls the mean age was 57.6 (p < 0 05). This suggests that the disease in the hands was related more to aging than to occupation.
One injurious." There was said to be a great mortality among the children of weavers and "Diseases peculiar to females are aggravated amongst girls and married women by the injury done to the constitution by the work of the loom, more particularly at an early age. Difficult parturitions are more frequent amongst the weavers' wives than amongst the rest of the community" (p 241). No mention is made of any arthritic consequences of their work and those conditions which were said to be common are not amenable to study at this late stage.
